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Metaphors provide the opportunity to make sense of our experiences and share them 
with others. The current research  qualitatively examined interviews with adoptive who 
had adopted through intercountry or private adoptions. Throughout their interviews, 
each participant used at least one metaphor in describing their experiences of adopting 
and raising their child. Overarchingly, the metaphor of “Adoption is a journey” 
encapsulated parents’ experiences. To demonstrate the journey, parents used metaphors 
to describe the past, present, and futures. Metaphors of the past focused on their child’s 
trauma and the origin of how the child came to join their family. Metaphors used to 
describe the present were challenge metaphors, including child’s behaviors and finding 
support, coping metaphors, and balance metaphors. Lastly, metaphors of the future 
included guiding and commitment metaphors. In addition to metaphors, parents used 
symbolic rituals to connect their children with their past and current family. From 
metaphors, we offer several practical implications for post-adoption intervention. First, 
interventions should be developed to meet participants where they are. Second, 
interventions should focus on the overall picture of adoption, as parents make sense of 
their past experiences and their ideals about the future. Lastly, services should focus on 
tools, not fixes.  
 
  




 More than 100,000 children are adopted in the United States through either 
intercountry adoption or private domestic adoption (Child Welfare Information Center, 
2016; Selman, 2018). Adoptive families must engage in discursive practices to develop 
their family identity (Galvin, 2006; Suter, 2014). Families with adoptive children 
compared to families with only biological children tend to experience higher levels of 
stress (Harris-Waller et al., 2016) and identity disruptions (Mariscal et al., 2015), but 
also seek out support more often (Leung et al., 2005)  Through metaphors and 
communicative sense-making, the current study analyzed interviews from forty adoptive 
parents who completed adoption through private domestic adoption or intercountry 
adoption and completed a post-adoption intervention as part of the National Quality 
Improvement Center for Adoption and Guardianship Support and Preservation (QIC-
AG), which was funded by the Department of Health and Human Services, 
Administration for Children and Families, Children’s Bureau.   
Background 
All children who have been fostered or adopted have likely experienced some 
form of trauma (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2016). The trauma experienced by 
adoptive children presents challenges to adoptive parents and family systems 
(McDonald et al., 2001). Being adopted can be considered trauma itself due to feelings 
of uncertainty and identity issues (Dance & Rushton, 2005; Mariscal et al., 2015). 
Adopted children may manifest this trauma in psychological and behavioral issues 
(Cassidy & Mohr, 2001; Duncan & Miller, 2002; Hanna et al., 2011; Pollack 2008), 
which increases parental stress (Harris-Waller et al., 2016).  
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The QIC-AG worked with eight sites across the nation, with the purpose to implement 
evidence-based interventions or develop and test promising practices which, if proven 
effective, could be replicated or adapted in other child welfare jurisdictions (see, QIC-
AG Permanency Continuum Framework, n.d.).  The project’s short-term outcomes 
varied by site and included, for example, increased level of caregiver commitment, 
reduced levels of family stress, improved familial relationships, and reduced child 
behavioral issues. The project had three long-term outcomes: increased post 
permanency stability, improved behavioral health for children, and improved child and 
family wellbeing. The QIC-AG was primarily focused on adoptions through the public 
child welfare system, but the current research focused only on four sites and the 
subpopulation families that adopted through private domestic or intercountry 
processes.  
Communicatively Making the Adoptive Family  
Humans often make sense of difficulties, relationships, and challenges, through 
interacting with other people. Suter (2014) expands on Galvin’s (2006) internal and 
external boundary typologies of adoptive families and calls for work on how adoptive 
families make sense of their experiences and accomplish identity through narratives. 
Koenig Kellas and Kranstuber Horstman (2015) label this process Communicated 
Sense-Making (CSM). Koenig Kellas and Kranstuber Horstman’s (2015) articulation of 
CSM includes a number of sense-making approaches that people use, including 
memorable messages (e.g., Knapp et al., 1981), accounts (e.g., Scott & Lyman, 1968), 
attributions (e.g., Manusov, 2018), storytelling (e.g., Koenig Kellas, 2005), and 
communicated perspective-taking (e.g., Koenig Kellas et al., 2013).  
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Metaphors. In more recent work, other CSM scholars have argued that 
metaphors also function as a communicated sense-making device (Flood-Grady, et al., 
2020; Kranstuber Horstman et al.,  2019). At their core, metaphors allow “us to 
comprehend one aspect of a concept in terms of another” (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p. 
10). Lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphors are particularly useful when defining 
abstract concepts, because, unlike a dictionary definition that focuses on the inherent 
properties of a concept, metaphors allow us to understand concepts as people in 
everyday life experience them.  
As articulated in previous sections, adoptive parents may struggle to make sense 
of the challenge of adoption as well as finding ways to articulate the everyday difficulties 
of parenting a child who has experienced trauma. Investigating adoptive parents’ use of 
metaphors to explain their adoption experience may yield insightful results into how 
they are making sense of these challenges. Several studies have examined how 
metaphors function in adoptive families. For example, Suter, Reyes, and Ballard (2011a) 
conducted an analysis of how transracial international adoptive parents made sense of 
others’ remarks about their family using metaphors. They identified the primary 
metaphor of the “adoptive family as battleground” (p. 45), suggesting that these remarks 
promoted a “traditional view [that was]…both reinforced and constituted by racist, 
biologically normative, and nationalist beliefs, which, when instantiated in talk (e.g., 
racist remarks), represents assaults on transracial, international adoptive families” (p. 
47). In an additional analysis, parents’ metaphor use suggested that they viewed 
themselves as their children’s “protector” and “educator” (Suter, et al., 2011b, p. 242). 
Frequently, parents struggling with infertility and who pursue adoption use the 
metaphor of pregnancy to make sense of their experience. For example, many mothers 
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speak about preparing for the adoption of a child in the same terms that they would use 
for their own pregnancy, such as “It’s the same thing really, just that you got on a plane 
and travelled for 20 hours instead of 20 hours of labor, you know?” (Lockerbie, 2014, p. 
466).   
 Each of these examples illustrates how utilizing a lens of metaphor in analysis 
provides scholars with an in-depth understanding of how humans are making sense of 
their lives. Adoptive parents learning about their child’s trauma as well as sometimes 
unlearning and relearning how to parent a child who has experienced significant trauma 
is an understandably challenging task. Some adoptive parents may struggle to put into 
words what this experience is like; careful attention to metaphorical language describing 
these challenges may yield important insights into how adoptive parents are processing 
the adoption experience and the adoption interventions in which they participated. 
Therefore, we ask the following research question:  How do metaphors help adoptive 
parents who have participated in an adoption permanency intervention make sense of 
their experiences as an adoptive family? 
Method 
 To answer this question, we analyzed semi-structured interviews with 40 private 
and intercountry adoptive parents taken from four QIC- AG adoption intervention sites. 
All four interventions examined in the current study focused on families who had 
already finalized their adoptions. Two interventions were selective services that were 
designed for families at risk for discontinuity and focused on prevention of problems. 
The first selective services, the Trauma Affect Regulation: Guide for Education and 
Therapy (TARGET) (implemented in Illinois) is an in-home intervention that is 
designed to enable youth affected by trauma and adverse childhood experiences to 
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recognize, understand, and gain control of their stress reactions (Ford & Hawke, 2012). 
The second selective services,  Tuning in to Teens (TINT) (implemented in New Jersey) 
focused on helping parents better understand their child’s emotions, so their responses 
are appropriate and help the child develop and improve their emotional well-being 
(Kehoe, 2014).   
The third intervention was an indicated service meaning it focused on 
interventions that seek to address a specific need a family requested assistance to 
address. This intervention, Adoption and Guardianship Enhanced Support (AGES), 
(implemented in Wisconsin and developed specifically for the QIC-AG) enhanced case 
management services by offering families individualized assessment of their strengths 
and needs, identification of child-and family- specific goals, personalized assistance with 
identifying resources and navigating services, and targeted advocacy. The fourth 
intervention was an intensive service, which means the focus was on providing 
immediate services and support for families in crisis or near crisis. The Neurosequential 
Model of Therapeutics (NMT) assessment (implemented in Tennessee) helps clinicians 
organize a child’s developmental history and current functioning to inform the clinical 
decision making and treatment planning process (Perry, 2006).  NMT guides the 
selection of the most appropriate, developmentally sensitive interventions for a child.     
While each individual intervention had specific intended outcomes, all four 
shared several common desired outcomes, including increasing post-permanency 
stability, the behavioral health of the adopted child, and family well-being, parent’s 
understanding of the child’s behavioral health, permanency commitment, and caregiver 
commitment. Therefore, these data represent a wide variety of adoptive experiences 
while also sharing several common goals.  
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At the same time, these data are not a representative sample of all adoptive 
parents in the United States. The families in the present study all adopted children 
through private domestic or intercountry adoptions. Additionally, participants had all 
completed their respective intervention and self-selected into the current study.  
Participants 
 Forty private and intercountry adoptive mothers (n = 33) and fathers (n = 7) 
participated in the study. Thirty-nine parents identified as White/Caucasian and one 
parent identified as Black/African American. One parent was between the ages of 25 and 
34, seven parents were between the ages of 35 and 44, nineteen parents were between 
the ages of 45 and 54, and thirteen parents were between the ages of 55 and 64. Most 
parents were married (n = 36), three were divorced and one was single/never married. 
 Twenty-one participants adopted their child  through a private domestic adoption 
and nineteen participants adopted their child through an intercountry adoption. Sixteen 
parents adopted their child at birth or before the child was 1, six parents adopted their 
child when the child was one year old, eight parents adopted their child when the child 
was two years old, nine parents adopted their child sometime between the ages of 3 and 
14, and one parent did not report how old their child was at the time of the adoption. 
Eighteen parents identified their child’s racial identity as White/Caucasian, five parents 
identified their child’s racial identity as Black/African American, five parents identified 
their child’s racial identity as Hispanic/Latino, seven parents identified their child’s 
racial identity as Asian/Pacific Islander, and five parents identified their child’s racial 
identity as multi or biracial. Finally, adopted children that the participants reported on 
included twenty-five males and fifteen females.  
Procedures 
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 After obtaining approval from our own Institutional Review Board as well as all 
intervention sites, on-site employees in each of the four interventions provided potential 
participants with information regarding the current study. Interested parents completed 
consent forms and an initial scheduling survey to indicate availability for their 
participation. On-site employees sent this information to our research team and we then 
contacted all interested participants to set up a telephone interview with each parent.  
 We used semi-structured interviews in order to elicit parents’ complex feelings 
and perceptions of their adoption experience as well as their experience completing the 
intervention. Semi-structured interviews provide a space for participants to voice these 
experiences and allow for a depth of sense-making that other data collection methods 
cannot (Charmaz, 2006). During the semi-structured interview, a member of the 
research team spoke with each parent about a number of different topics. The interview 
protocol included questions related to the specific interventions that the family 
completed as well as more general family functioning questions. Questions related to 
self-efficacy and behavior intention (Lwin et al., 2007), child’s behavior (Stiffman et al., 
1984), child’s developmental needs (Bethell et al., 2002), child’s personality (Dozier & 
Lindhiem, 2006), the adopted child’s identity (Colaner & Soliz, 2015; Kranstuber 
Horstman et al., 2016), caregiver’s strain (Brannan et al., 1997), and parent’s feelings 
about the adoption (Testa et al., 2015). All questions were adapted specifically to help 
the research team better understand the parent’s experience with the adoption and 
outcomes from the individual interventions.  At the end of the interview, participants 
were thanked for their time. If they consented to provide and share their physical 
mailing address, they were mailed a $25 gift card as compensation for their time.  
Data Analysis 
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Each semi-structured interview was transcribed by a member of the research 
team, resulting in 611 single-spaced pages of data. All transcripts were then imported to 
Dedoose for in-depth coding. While parents were not explicitly prompted to think about 
or talk about their adoption experience through metaphors and non-literal language, all 
parents did at some point during their interview.  
Transcripts were analyzed using the constant comparison method (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). First, researchers read through all of the transcripts and independently 
coded for figurative language and metaphors. Axial coding was then used to group 
similar codes into categories. Lastly, the categories were grouped into themes. The 
themes were then organized to establish coherence. To establish validity, rich, thick 
descriptions are provided to connect themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Tracy, 2013).  
Results 
“Adoption as a Journey”  
 The overarching metaphor from participants’ responses was, “Adoption is a 
journey.” Several participants explicitly stated this in their responses. One parent said, 
“Adoption is a journey. You have to remember the whole part” (44; participant numbers 
are noted in parentheses following excerpts). Others drew on the past to describe their 
current experiences and their goals of looking towards the future. During each of these 
timeframes (past, present, and future), parents used metaphors to help them make 
sense of their experiences.  
Metaphors to Make Sense of the Past 
 In their journey, parents used metaphors to make sense of the past. Two 
categories of metaphors emerged: trauma metaphors and origin metaphors. These 
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metaphors were used to help parents and their children make sense of the 
circumstances that brought them together as a family.  
 Trauma Metaphors. Parents used metaphors as ways to understand and 
describe their child’s history of trauma. One parent explicitly linked adoption to trauma, 
saying, “It was trauma. It is trauma. It took me a long time to accept that that’s trauma 
for these kiddos to go through, and you have to provide them with a safe place to be” 
(33). Another parent described it as, “It’s almost like a wound from the beginning from 
being separated from their birth mother… it’s heartbreaking that they think you’ll just 
leave them there. I mean, that’s how strong this primal wound is” (6). Similarly, one 
parent said, “He probably thinks of himself this way but like as a victim” (43). Another 
parent used a metaphor to describe how their child’s previous experiences affected their 
ability to connect with their child, saying, “But I feel like there's a crack in the pot. I feel 
like you pour and pour and pour in and it leaks out… We even try putting a little extra 
sometimes in his pot, and it just leaks out. So there are just things that we cannot make 
up for… it just seems like that missing stuff from that early part is not as easy to replace 
as we expected it would be” (26) and “It’s like a child drowning, and I can’t help her. 
She’s in such a low place. How could you get there?” (31). Another said, “She’s a fighter” 
(1). Through these metaphors, parents were able to make sense of their child’s past and 
become more empathetic to their experiences. 
Origin Metaphors. Origin metaphors were used to describe how their adopted 
children first came into the family. One parent said, “It was Plan A. This was not Plan B. 
This was Plan A for our family, and they [adopted child] were always meant to be our 
daughter” (31). Another parent reported, “Getting them was my blessing from God. That 
was my gift” (23). One parent used a metaphor to remove the distinction between 
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biological and adoption, saying.  “‘They were born under my heart,’ I say. I have not 
given birth to them, but yet, in my heart, I have” (6). One parent said that completing 
the intervention, “…really helped me have some breakthroughs of feeling more like a 
mother, and not just like a babysitter or someone waiting for her mother to come pick 
her up” (21). Metaphors about the child’s origins were used by parents to help their 
children understand why they were in the family.  
Metaphors to Make Sense of the Present 
 Given that the participants were recruited from parents who were targeted for 
recruitment based on a set of characteristics that each site determined was a risk for 
post permanence discontinuity, it is unsurprising that parents’ sense of the present was 
focused on challenges and conflict management strategies learned through the 
intervention site. Metaphors that emerged about the present included challenge 
metaphors, coping metaphors, and balance metaphors. 
Challenge Metaphors. Parents frequently used metaphors to describe 
challenges to raising their children and how reactive their child was. Challenge 
metaphors included metaphors about their child’s challenging behaviors and difficulty 
finding support  Frequently used metaphors to describe their child’s behaviors included, 
“flying off the handle… it’s just an uphill battle” (35), “Sometimes we walk on eggshells 
around her to keep the peace” (44), and “I wouldn’t try to have a conversation with him 
when he’s in full war mode” (36). Another parent said, “It was like we adopted a little 
monster, literally” (8). To describe their child’s developmental delay, one parent said, “I 
like to call it Life 101 that he struggles. We can’t leave him home alone, just because he 
has no perception of what’s going on around him” (36). One parent described the end of 
the school year as, “we are in survival mode” (52). These metaphors helped parents 
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make sense of the emotional and developmental challenges their child faces and 
understand the needs of their child.  
In addition to describe the child’s behaviors, parents used metaphors to describe 
how difficult it was to find support. One parent said, “You’re constantly running in 
circles, trying to figure out where to go and how to handle things” (32). Another said, 
“You feel like you’re butting your head into a wall, and the wall never moves” (23). 
Another parent stated, “We were pretty much in a kind of self-destruct mode before the 
therapy” (24). One parent described the numerous counselors they attempted to get for 
their daughter, but discontinued numerous times, saying “Again, we jumped ship” (31). 
These parents described that when their children were difficult, they felt additional 
stress of not only finding support, but support that was effective.   
 Coping Metaphors. Parents frequently used metaphors to describe what they 
learned in their interventions to help them manage conflict with their child. One parent 
described their experience as, “It felt like he used to be drowning, if he’s in the water, 
I’m flailing with him versus trying to toss him a lifesaver” (43). Expressing similar 
sentiments, another parent said, “You’re always groping and grasping as it appears to be 
in the dark. Now, I’ve got a light switch turned on over there, so there’s something 
rather than me just being left by myself” (36).  
Another parent talked about how interventions helped them develop ways to develop an 
understanding with their child through metaphorical zones (6), including helping their 
children voice when they were “off limits” until they get to a spot they need to be (31) 
and alarm systems in the brain that may be triggering specific reactions (33). These 
coping strategies helped parents feel like they could manage the conflict with their 
children.  
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Several parents used the metaphor of their family as a team to connect with their 
child. One parent stated, “We talk about being a team, and we’re there for one another. 
When one of us does well, it’s good for all of us” (2). Another said, “We’re on your team. 
I’m on your team” (43) and “I think that helped him see that, “Hey, we’re all here 
because it’s a team effort” (47). Parents were able to reframe their children’s feelings 
through connection rather then competition.  
Balance Metaphors. Parents used balance metaphors to cope with the 
challenges and maintain hope for the future. The primary idea behind the balance 
metaphors was that they will always have both progress and setbacks. One parent said, 
“We feel like we’re three steps forward when something really great happens, and then 
we’ll go slide back two steps” (44). Another said, “We’ve been in kind of a tough season 
with school difficulties” (43). Another stated, “You know he’s a little bit of a Jekyll and 
Hyde. He’s either super, super sweet or he’s just very, very difficult… he’s literally my 
greatest challenge and greatest joy” (8). Another said, “I know once all that [frustration] 
gets out, the rainbow comes later” (6). These metaphors emphasized that both the good 
and bad were temporary, helping them prepare for the challenges and appreciating the 
rewards.  
An important function of the balance metaphors was that it helped parents 
understand that the coping mechanisms they learned were tools, not simple fixes. One 
said, “I don’t think me completing the program changed him like a light switch” (9). 
Another said, “It definitely made me realize what that phrase, ‘It’s not a sprint; it’s a 
marathon’ means” (47). In sum, “it’s just kind of a rollercoaster (41)… and you just have 
to kind of ride it out” (47). Balance metaphors were parents’ way of recognizing that 
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there are going to be good days and bad days. These metaphors helped parents cope 
with the fact that the challenges were not permanent nor necessarily fixable.   
Metaphors to Make Sense of the Future 
 Parents used metaphors to describe their visions for the future. These metaphors 
were guiding metaphors and commitment metaphors.  
Guiding Metaphors. Parents used guiding metaphors to express their desire to 
act as long-term supports for their children. One parent said, “I think we all want a 
stable foundation as we grow up, so that as we get into adulthood, we have something to 
cling to and give him that good home base” (47). Another stated, “I pray that I am a 
buoy or the lighthouse that he can always come back to” (43). Looking towards their 
future, one parent said, “I wish I could go ahead in the future and see what she’s going 
to be like when she’s twenty-five and thirty and forty years old… I’m determined to 
make her, you know, turn her into a good person” (35). Another said, “I’m kind of 
hoping that through the long haul, he will see that it’s positive when gets passed some of 
those stumbling blocks on the pathway” (28). These parents used these metaphors to 
acknowledge the challenges they currently face with their children, but also the belief 
that they can be a positive support for their children moving forward.  
Commitment Metaphors. The final category was commitment to keeping the 
child. These metaphors were used inside and outside the family to assure they would 
never give the child up. Parents used metaphors to reinforce their commitment to 
raising their adopted child. One parent said, “I didn’t adopt with the intention of a trial 
period. I mean, I adopted forever” (23). Another said, “I always said our family did not 
feel complete until he came into the picture, so there would be a hole [if he wasn’t here]” 
(43). Similarly, another parent said, “Our lives would feel very empty because all of the 
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issues with him kind of fills up the available space” (24). Another simply said, “I mean, 
we’re in it for the long haul” (12). For them, the children were part of their “forever 
family” (6). 
Rituals 
In addition to using metaphors and verbal discourse to manage their 
relationships with their children, parents reported engaging in symbolic celebrations 
with their adopted children. Many parents reported “celebrating adoption days like 
birthdays” (23), or “got ya days” (31). Another parent described a celebration of sending 
a balloon into the air as a way for their child to connect to their birth parents, saying 
“‘Let's send a balloon up for your birth mother.’ I just felt it would make them think 
about it more and with China there's no way they can track that. There's no way they can 
go back and try to find their birth mother or birth father” (31). Other parents who had 
knowledge of their child’s birth family described crafting scrapbooks of their birth 
family with them (29) and another talked about having their children write letters and 
decide pictures they would show their birth parents if they were to meet them (33). 
These symbolic celebrations helped manage the children’s identities by symbolically 
connecting them to their birth families and celebrating their adoption.  
Discussion 
  The QIC-AG sought to implement evidence-based interventions or develop 
and evaluate promising interventions that increase long-term stability and permanency 
for adoptive families. Framed through discourse-dependent families (Galvin, 2006) and 
communicative sensemaking (Koenig Kellas & Kranstuber Horstman, 2015), the current 
exploration of private and intercountry adoptive parents’ use of metaphors and symbolic 
celebrations examined how they make sense of their experiences as adoptive parents 
Adoptive Parents’ Metaphors 
 
17 
after completing one of four QIC-AG interventions. The primary metaphor parents used 
to describe their adoption experience was “adoption as a journey,” focused on making 
sense of the past, present, and future. The second form of discourse was symbolic 
celebrations that helped their children connect with their identities as adopted children. 
By focusing on how adoptive parents explain and process their experience we depart 
from the overall examination of long-term stability and permanency. Such a focus 
provides a personal narrative and begins to fill in the lived experiences for these 
families.  
A growing body of research suggests that developing a positive identity is 
important for adopted children, yet previous literature suggest that identity 
development is nuanced. In the examination of entrance narratives, Kranstuber and 
Koenig Kellas (2011) found that narratives that contained positive themes of becoming 
part of the family reported higher self-esteem than adopted children whose stories 
focused on themes of negative connections to their birth family. Parents play an 
important role in framing these narratives (Suter, 2008; Suter et al., 2011b). Like the 
idea of entrance narratives, origin metaphors in the current study presented similar 
themes, largely centered on gifts and fate. Additionally, it is important that adoptive 
parents are informed on trauma-based care, given the high prevalence of trauma related 
to adoption (Mariscal et al., 2015; Miller et al., 2018). Metaphors provide the 
opportunity to talk about uncomfortable topics such as trauma and make them more 
approachable.  
The current study’s specific concentration on metaphors allowed us to examine 
adoption as an integrative process, focused on changing family dynamics. Adoption can 
be a long, difficult process for many people (Coakley & Berrick, 2008; Smith et al., 
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2006). It is important for parents to recognize these experiences and validate the child’s 
trauma involved in the process (Dance & Rushton, 2005; Mariscal et al., 2015; Miller et 
al., 2018). Additionally, adoptive parents must be prepared to commit to the adoption 
(Mariscal et al., 2015).   
Implications 
 Several implications can be derived from understanding how parents use 
metaphors to make sense of their experiences of adoption. First, previous literature 
outlined the need for adoptive parents to understand trauma-based training. Not only is 
access to such interventions important, but they must be effective. The metaphors used 
by participants in this study demonstrate how parents understand trauma and can be 
used to develop training interventions to make them more accessible and usable to 
parents. These interventions should meet parents where they are to begin addressing 
trauma in terms they understand. 
 Second, training interventions could be implemented to engage parents in their 
children in being mindful of how they frame their adoption experience and engaging in 
activities with the children to connect with their past. The frequently used metaphor of 
adoption as a journey, focuses on adoption as a lasting process that has a history and 
implications for the future. Interventions should focus on the ‘big picture’ of the 
adoption and that relationships will develop and change over time. Interventions should 
be prepared to help manage evolving family identities. This may be particularly 
important in considering family relationships with the birth families and helping 
children adjust. Parents can engage with their child about their history to help them 
understand their history.  
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 Lastly, interventions should emphasize that the skills being taught are meant to 
be utilized as tools to manage day-to-day stress and conflict, not ‘fix.’ The balance 
metaphors reinforce that there are good and bad days.  
Limitations 
 The findings and implications of this study should be taken in light of several 
limitations. First, participants were recruited from different study sites. It is not possible 
to draw larger conclusions related to each intervention. Experimental designs could be 
implemented to develop specific outcomes of each intervention. Second, the parents in 
this study completed interviews after completing post-adoption services. Future studies 
should consider how families who have not utilized post-adoption services use 
metaphors to understand their experiences. Third, all except one of the parents in this 
study were White. Future research should consider how adoptive parents’ and children’s 
race influence how adoptive parents make sense of their adoption experiences. Lastly, 
this study only examined the metaphors used by adoptive parents. Future research 
should consider how adoptive children use metaphors to make sense of their 
experiences.  
Conclusion 
 Adoptive families rely on communication and interaction to make sense of their 
experiences (Galvin, 2006; Koenig Kellas & Kranstuber Horstman, 2015). Forty 
adoptive parents described their adoption experiences using metaphors to  make sense 
of their past, present, and future. These metaphors helped them understand, connect, 
and make sense of their relationship with their children. The results of this study argue 
for a more integrative look at the adoption experience. Future interventions should 
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focus on how the use of metaphors can be used to help parents make sense of their 
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